An outpatient diagnostic index was used to analyse data relating to a sample of new patients attending the Southampton Eye Hospital in 1979 and 1986. Our main find ings are an increased demand for cataract surgery by an increasingly aged popula tion and a trend towards operating on cataracts at an earlier stage in their development. These and other results are discussed.
Much of this increase was due to an increase in the number of patients aged over 60 years. Only those diagnoses made at least ten times are tabulated. Certain features of these data will be discussed later. Table III shows the referring source and (Fig. 1 ).
The largest proportion of patients listed for surgery at their first visit were to have minor procedures on the eyelids (48% 1979, 43% 1986). These procedures were usually per formed under local anaesthesia.
Discussion
The introduction of a diagnostic index is A study such as this is subject to several sources of error: in the encoding of diagnoses, in the transcription of data onto a computer database, and in the retrieval of case notes.
The estimates for new aUenders is less than the number known from other hospital records to have attended (Table I) The proportion of new patients listed for cataract surgery has increased (Table V) 9. 5 0-46 6-13
The extension of the diagnostic index to old patients would help to clarify such trends, but it has not been possible to achieve this.
A large portion of new patient work involves minor lid pathology and surgery (Tables II and V) . Diminution in this work would considerably lighten new patient clinics.
General practitioners are still the main source of referral (Table III) We have recorded a large number of patients with no abnormality detected ( 
